a large Apollo-like capsule or a smaller, slimmer shuttle. NASA will pick the winning design in 2006.
Mars Society members were thrilled to hear about the vehicle plans and they support Griffin in getting started. But they object to the proposed timeline, and the size of the CEV. They want to see a 7-tonne vehicle being used as this could take humans directly to the Moon and back, and so accelerate lunar-base construction. 
NASA draws up blueprint for craft to reach Moon and Mars
So far, observers are giving synthetic biologists credit for tackling such issues. But some, such as Paul Rabinow, an anthropologist at the University of California, Berkeley, think that the field needs to take a broader view than it has so far. He is speaking at the San Francisco meeting this week and says he will tell attendees to pay more attention to the danger that synthetic biology could be abused for biowarfare or bioterrorism, something that is harder to control than the risk of accidents.
"The field has been attempting to turn this into a safety issue, but we're living today in a security regime, " he told Nature. "Dealing with safety is good, but they're fooling themselves if they think that's going to be the end of this question. "
Venter agrees, arguing that rather than regulating labs and companies, governments need to use synthetic biology to develop ways to defeat bioterrorist attacks, such as producing drugs and vaccines, or sensors to detect altered organisms in the environment. "If we're not concentrating 100% of our defensive effort on countermeasures, I think we're missing the big picture, " he told the NSABB in June.
